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All the world's a lab ... then the full professor
Nea- Wut
Wonderful news! Congratulations on your new professorship, election to the National Academy and the
Ciba-Merck-Glaxo-Roche-Smith-Sandoz-Johnson Prize for Neuropharmacology - and all in the same week.
I know several cases where the award of a Nobel Prize produced a frantic scramble to elect the person to their
national scientific society, which had up to then not regarded them as suitable candidates for membership. At
least that won't happen in your case should you make the winter trip to Sweden at some future stage.
I rather like the fact that you have the title of Distinguished Professor as it suggests that you can be promoted
to the next level of Extinguished Professor, much in the same way as one wants to elevate some Visiting
Lecturers to Non-Visiting Lecturers. I have to be frank with you and tell you that I do not care for your sugges-
tion that your full title is Distinguished Professorship of Genetic and Developmental Psychoneurobiology. This is
too long, too cumbersome and too boring. You need to use the opportunity to invent a new name or subject. I
suggest Molecular Philosophy, or Cytology of Mind as being more suitable. When I had to choose a title, I
alighted on Genetic Medicine, partly to distinguish what I was doing from Medical Genetics, but largely in the
hope that some printer's happy error would convert it into Generic Medicine, much as Theoretical Physics has
been transformed into Theatrical Physics and Neural Ethology into Neural Theology.
You will find that one sad consequence of rising in the outside world will be the growing divide between
yourself and your scientific research. Not only will you find less and less time to spend in the laboratory but the
work itself will lose its individual stamp as it comes to be carried out by more and more people both within your
own group and by others outside your laboratory. In fact, all outstanding research could be said to be doomed to
this success, so have no fear, the work will get done by all those whom you have attracted into your field, and, in
a sense, you will have become dispensable. The man, who said that it was not the arrival but the journey itself
that counts did not know much about scientific research. Everybody waits to arrive but unfortunately arrivals are
few and far between; most of us are engaged in the hard work of the journey itself, which can be meandering
and pedestrian. There is, however, a ray of hope in the thought that all journeys have to start as well as end, and
that departures are not only more creative than arrivals but can be just as thrilling. You should always keep in
mind that you can start again.
While you are pondering these deep questions, you should ensure that you lessen in every possible way the
impact of the outside world. You will certainly now be invited to serve on committees where matters of national
science policy will be discussed and purportedly important decisions are made. You may not be able to avoid
these invitations and you may even think that a person such as yourself, a working scientist, is exactly what these
committees need to produce sensible results. Actually, what you will find is that these committees are run by
administrators who have already decided what answers they want and hope that the committees can be directed
by the Chairman to give these answers. I found a good way of dealing with this, and will pass on the secret.
One of the problems of committees is the vast amount of paper that is sent to you before the meeting. For
one organization in London, I observed that only those committee members who came from Oxford and
Cambridge had ever the slightest idea of what was in these papers, because they read them on the train going up
to the meeting. London-based colleagues knew absolutely nothing and had to improvise. The Chairman was
briefed before the meeting and his crib gave him instant superiority. What you need to do is to find some minor
obscure point buried deep in one of the appendices and to raise it, just before the Chairman passes on to the
next item, in a quiet but penetrating manner, heavily embroidered with a lot of difficult technical stuff, which
the administrators do not understand. All of your colleagues will instantly support you and, .not wanting to show
ignorance or negligence, will produce more complex technical arguments that will compound the confusion.
You only have to make sure that the point is neither so damning that an excellent proposal is instantly dis-
missed nor so praiseworthy that a mediocre proposal is passed with acclamation; the true art consists in getting it
sent back to the administrators for further analysis and recasting. This not only delays that particular decision, but
will hold up everything else as well while the administrators grapple with your arguments. When finally they
produce something that deals with the point you raised, you blandly admit that you were wrong at the time, and
want to go back to the original. You can do this because the hallmark of a scientist is to be able to change one's
views depending on evidence; no administrator can do this.
I shall watch your progress with interest. As ever
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